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THE  STORY  OF  THE  THOMAS  LEE  HOUSE 
AT  EAST  LYME,  CONN. 


TI\/\X(il^RS  vi^itiiiL;  this  ancient  h<'u<e  are  ^urc 


ccrnin^:  it  is  from  two  main  sources, — the  re- 
])ort  of  Mr.  Xornian  AForrison  Isham,  the  e.\])crt 
archaeolojcrist  who  was  cnij)lovc(l  hy  the  Society  nf 
Colonial  Wars  to  examine  and  rei)ort  upon  it,  and 
the  family  history  as  written  hy  the  Kexerend  Joseph 
Lee  of  the  third  ^■enerati()n  of  the  1-ec  family  in  this 
country  and  enlarged  and  hroui^ht  down  to  recent 
times  in  the  Salisbiirv  l^apers.  The  Lee  family  hav- 
ini^  been  a  prominent  one  in  Colonial  times  and  its 
intermarriai^es  with  other  prominent  families  numer- 
ous, allusion  to  it  in  other  irenealoj^ical  works,  such 
as  those  of  Chancellor  Walworth  on  the  Hyde  family, 
are  frecjuent.  LVom  them  and  many  minor  v«;ources  we 
g"ather  information  which  leads  us  to  helie\e  that  the 
nucleus  of  the  house  is  even  somewhat  older  than  the 
date  of  16^)0  claimerl  for  it.  a  date  \\hich  Mr.  Isham 
sees  no  reason  to  dis[)ute. 


to  ask  its  history  and  to  answer  their  in^juiries 
this  article  is  written.    (  h^v  information  con- 
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The  lii"st  'riioni.'is  Lee.  crjiiiinc;-  j)r()])a])l\-  from  the 
vicinit\-  of  Ivenilw  orth,  in  Rni^iaiid,  enibarkecl  for 
America,  with  his  wife.  Phoehe,  his  three  children, 
Thomas,  IMioehe,  and  Jane,  and  his  wife's  family,  the 
Rt'verend  William  l'.r<>\vn,  his  wife,  son  and  daughter, 
in  i^>45.  On  the  passage  Mr.  Lee  and  ^Irs,  Brown 
died  ;  the  others  came  on  to  '*  Sa\  brook,"  as  all  this 
region  was  then  called,  where  the  I'rowns  remained 
for  a  time,  afterward  going  elsewhere  hut  leaving  the 
Lees  in  Sayhrook.  the  Lees  have  been  settled  at 

this  pL'ice  from  a  time  to  which  the  memory  of  man 
runneth  not,  their  holding  going  back  (.^f  any  known 
rec<)r<ls,  it  is  believed  by  those  most  familiar  with 
the  family  history  that  they  came  to  land  already  se- 
cured by Thomas  Lee,  rst.  either  by  a  previous  visit 
or  throngh  his  old  friend  and  neighbor  in  England, 
Matthew  (Iriswold  ist,  who  had  just  taken  up  land  ad- 
joining the  r.ee  holding  on  the  south.  The  brief  stay 
of  the  Reverend  lirown  at  Saxbrook  may  well 

ha\c  been  for  the  j)urpose  of  seeing  his  widowed 
daughter  settled  on  the  estate  selected  by  her  late 
husband. 

Thi^  theorv  is  well  borne  out  by  the  structure  of  the 
h.ou>e  itself  as  read  by  Mr.  Tsham.  1  fe  reports  that 
tile  east  end  was  built  lirsL.  a  single,  twvstory  house, 
facing  sonth,  with  a  >teep  roof  and,  as  mortise  cuts  in 
the  timbers  show,  a  lean-lo  on  the  north.  Later  the 
western  portion  was  added.     Fn   1713  the  road  was 
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npencd  on  the  north  side,  in  C()nsc([ucnce  ot  which  the 
honsc  was  shifted  so  as  to  face  the  road  and  a  lean-to 
i)nilt  across  the  entire  south  side. 

In  niakin<;-  thc.^e  chani^^es  one  of  the  orii^^inal  window 
frames  was  left  in  the  south  wall  of  the  west  chamher. 
1  his  frame,  which  has  been  protected  by  the  lean-to 
attic  from  any  exposure  to  tlie  weather  since  about 
171^^,  shows  at  least  tifty  years  of  {previous  exposure 
in  its  seamed  and  worn  condition.  Fifty  \'ears  back 
from  1713  comes  very  near  the  date  of  1660  claimed 
for  the  hotise,  and  the  western  end  is  later  than  the 
eastern.  I'hese  fact^,  which  are  confirmed  by  many 
side  lii^iUs  thrown  on  the  Lee  family  from  many 
quarters,  arc  stroni^  ari^uments  in  support  of  the  be- 
lief that  the  east  end  was  btiilt  for  Phoebe  Hrown  Lee, 
widow  of  Thomas  Lee  ist.  Mrs.  F^ee,  who  must  have 
been  very  }oinii^  at  the  death  of  her  luisband,  later 
married  one  ("ireenleaf  r.arrabee,  by  whom  \she  had 
several  children  and,  beini:^  aij^ain  left  a  widow,  she 
married  one  Cornish,  bv  whom  she  left  one  son  from 
whom  the  Simsbury  Cornishes  are  descended.  Elizabeth 
Larrabee,  her  daughter  by  her  secc^nd  marriaiL^e,  be- 
came the  wife  of  Joshua  Hem])stead  of  Xew  London 
and  was  the  mother  of  the  famous  diarist. 

The  descendants  of  I^heobe  r»rown  Lee  Larrabee 
Cornish  are  so  interwoven  with  the  history  of  the 
Colony  that  they  should  be  set  forth  in  some  deii^^ree. 
Her  son,  Thomas  Lee  2(1,  known  as  Ensi.c^n  or  Lieu- 
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tenant  Lee,  lived  in  this  hun<e  and  nn(l()n1)tedl\-  bnilt 
on  the  west  end,  his  family  of  fifteen  ehildren  reqnir- 
ing  larger  (inarters.  ITe  was  a  great  land  holder, 
head  of  the  train  band,  constable  (a  great  office  in 
those  days)  in  the  times  of  Edmnnd  Andros,  a  mem- 
ber of  the  General  Assembly  in  1676;  he  died  in  1705. 

[Memorable  events  clnstered  aronnd  the  house  in 
the  days  of  Rnsign  Lee.  The  stream  which  fiows  a 
little  way  west  of  the  house  was  the  first  boundary 
between  **  Last  Sa\'brook  "  and  the  Xew  London 
plantation.  If,  as  was  generally  the  case,  the  present 
highway  followed  the  old  Lidian  trail,  the  liistoric 
marriage  which  changed  the  name  of  the  stream 
from  '  Sunkapaug  '  to  '  Bride  Tirook  '  must  have  taken 
place  just  west  of  the  old  house.  And,  since  the 
natural  meadows  which  were  coveted  by  both  settle- 
ments lie  in  this  vicinity,  the  battle  which  resulted  in 
moving  the  Xew  London  bound  eastward  to  the  line 
of  Wigwam  Rnck  must  have  been  fought  close  by. 

It  was  near  the  old  well  that  Lyme's  Captain, 
Reinold  Marvin  "  made  his  historic  proposal  to  Betty, 
daughter  of  Lnsign  Lee.  Sitting  on  his  sheepskin 
saddle,  he  reined  in  his  horse  by  her  side  and  said, — 
**  r>etty,  the  Lord  has  commanded  me  to  marry  you." 
Whereuj)on  lietty  looked  modestly  down  and  re- 
plied,— "The  Lord's  will  be  done!" — a  much  more 
Puritam'c  reply  than  Priscilla  Mullen's  Why  don't 
you  speak  for  yourself,  John."    Lnsign  Lee's  objec- 
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tions  to  the  inatcli  did  not  [>rcvent  the  [)u])ii-hiiig-  of 
the  banns,  which  read: — 

**  Reinold  ?^farvin  and  I»etty  I.ee 
Do  intend  to  marry: 
,,   '  And  thougii  her  dad  (>p|)(.)sed  he, 

They  will  no  lonq-er  tarry." 

Sarah,  another  danghter  of  Rnsi^^'n  F.ee  married 
Daniel  P)uekingiiam,  from  whom  was  descended  the 
f anions  war  governor.  I  [is  son,  J(^hn,  was  the  anthor 
of  the  **  dying  charge  "  which  Mrs.  Bertha  Chadwick 
Trowbridge  cansed  to  be  illnminated  on  the  walls  of 
the  old  keeping  r(x:)m.  Jolni  niarried  Elizabeth,  daugh- 
ter of  Richard  Smith,  founder  of  the  Smith  family  of 
Sunkapaug.  Their  son  John  was  King's  attorney  and 
a  man  of  note:  another  son,  the  Ivev.  Joseph  Eee,  was 
the  author  of  the  Lee  Genealogy;  Jason  Lee,  son  of 
the  Rev.  Joseph,  was  the  famous  pastor  of  the  old 
I'aptist  Meetin.g  House  on  the  Hill. 

Lnsign  Lee's  great  grandson,  Caj^tain  Ezra  Lee, 
operated  the  tir>t  submarine  boat  in  Xew  York  har- 
l)()r  in  1776.  Captain  Ezra's  soti.  Dr.  Sanuiel  Hc»lden 
Parsons  F.ee,  "Alone  and  unassisted,  combated  the 
fury  of  the  dreadful  pestilence  of  yellow  fever  in  Xew 
London  in  1 7<)S." 

Ensign  I.ee's  sister,  Jane,  married  Samuel  Hyde  and 
their  daughter.  Edizabeth.  was  the  hrst  white  child 
born  in  Xorwich.    S!ie  marrie<l  Lieut.  Richard  Lord 
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of  f.\nic  and  lirr  .^i^tcr.  I^h<>chc.  married  Afattliew 
Griswold  J(l,  so  that  all  the  (  n-is\\  ( >lds  and  I.ords  of 
Lyme  are  Kee  deseendants.  l^h^ehe  Hyde's  q-randson, 
Capt.  James  I  I  xde,  was  the  .i^reat-i;rand father  of 
President  Cleveland. 

After  the  death  of  Ensii^n  T.ee  the  house  went  to 
his  son,  Thomas  Lee  3d,  known  as  '  Deae^n  Thomas 
Lee'  and  as  *  Mr.  Jn>tice  Lee.'  He  was  one  (^f  the 
first  deaeons  of  the  Aneient  *  East  '  or  *  Seeond  ' 
l^eelesiastical  Society  and  the  room  kn( nvn  as  the 
TndL;'ment  1  lall  was  hi-  seat  of  Justice  dn'  more  than 
forty  years.  His  daughter  Llizaheth,  married  the 
Reverend  ( leori^e  (  iriswold  and  his  daughter  Esther 
married  Deacon  ('lenient  Miner,  first  deacon  of  the 
first  church  in  the  l^ast  Society,  (^nly  two  sons  sur- 
vived Mr.  Justice  Lee,  Samuel  and  Elisha.  The  house 
seems  to  ha\c  heen  owned,  in  turn,  in  hoth  these 
branches,  hut  the  last  Lee  owner  was  Or.  Thomas, 
frc^m  whom  it  went  to  his  sister-in-law.  Miss  Hohnan. 

(  )n  the  death  of  .Miss  Holman  the  projKM-ty,  for  the 
first  time  in  250  \ears,  went  on  the  market  and  was 
taken  \)\  .Mr.  |.  1*.  Rathbun  who,  because  the  old  house 
seemed  no  longer  habital)le.  proposed  tearing  it  down. 

The  local  historical  society,  though  absurdly  small 
and  po<^r  for  such  an  undertaking,  felt  that  they  ought 
to  make  ever\'  effort  to  save  this  precious  relic  of  the 
past  and.  by  the  generous  help  of  the  Scxdety  of 
Colonial   I  )ame'-,  the  S(jciety  of  Colonial   Wars,  the 
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StK'icty  for  tlic  I *rcsci'vati(Mi  of  Xcw  l'ji!:;ian(I  .Vnti(i- 
uitics,  and  several  F.ee  descendants,  n(.)tal)ly  Mrs. 
Evelyn  AfcCnrdy  Salishnry  and  Mrs.  Charles  Dudley 
W  arner.  were  able  to  raise  the  i)tirchase  price  and  a 
Slim  for  necessar}'  re[")airs. 

ddiroui;h  the  ,<(enerosity  of  many  friends  the  old 
house  has  been  htted  out  with  ])eriod  furniture  so  that 
it  now  stands  as  a  very  acciu'ate  model  of  the  domestic 
life  of  an  earlier  time.  Xo  one  can  lini;er  within  its 
\'enerable  walls  without  a  deepened  sense  of  the  past, 
for  they  have  been  coexistent  with  practically  the  en- 
tire life  of  the  nation.  When  its  frame  was  raised 
the  ^[ayHower  L'ilgrims  were  walkini:^  the  streets  of 
Plymouth  and  it  is  not  impossible  that  there  might 
still  have  been  survivors  of  the  settlement  at  James- 
town. The  first  qrcnip  that  gathered  at  its  hearth  may 
have  known  John  Milton  and  (3liver  Cromwell  in  the 
flesh:  they  knew  of  Drake  and  FnTwkins  and  those 
great  mariners  of  England  who  faicTThe  foinidation  of 
the  l>ritish  lunpire  as  we  know  I'arragut  and  Dewey. 

Seven  luiglish  sovereigns  were  acknowledged  in 
this  house.  It  was  ancient  when  the  Declaration  of 
Independence  was  made.  It  has  seen  half  a  dozen 
feeble  colonies,  clinging  to  the  Atlantic  sea1)oard. 
stretch  t*^  a  mighty  nation  and  every  event  that  goes 
to  make  nur  national  history  came  to  this  house  as 
the  news  of  the  day.  With  the  wealth,  the  social 
standing,  and  the  civil  offices  held  by  the  I-ce  family 
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it  is  not  to  1)C  (l(nil)terl  that  they  received  as  ^c:uesls  most 
of  the  i)eople  of  consideration  in  this  vicinity.  Conld 
its  walls  echo  the  voices  they  have  heard,  lunv 
would  the  entire  liistory  of  our  country  be  rehearsed 
to  us!  And  could  all  the  descendants  of  that  hrst 
group  around  this  hearth  be  g^athered  in  one  great 
assembly  we  should  see  that  as  our  fathers,  like  the 
patriarch  Abraham,  left  their  own  country  for  an  un- 
known land  to  which  God  called  them,  like  the 
patriarch,  they  have  been  blessed  by  a  posterity  like  the 
stars  in  the  heavens  and  the  sands  of  the  sea  in 
number. 
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